Who’s to blame?
Classroom Notes

Who’s to blame?
Classroom Notes

Age Range: KS3

Cross Curricular Links:

Timing: The time the activity takes will depend on the

SMSC: Ability to recognise the difference between right

Curriculum references:

English: Speak confidently and effectively including

depth of discussions but we would recommend a minimum
of 30 minutes. A number of extension activities have been
included to be used if time permits.

Citizenship KS3: The precious liberties enjoyed by
the citizens of the United Kingdom. The nature of rules and
laws and the justice system, including the role of the police
and the operation of courts and tribunals.

and wrong and to readily apply this understanding in their
own lives, recognise legal boundaries and, in so doing,
respect the civil and criminal law of England.
through using standard English confidently in a range of
formal and informal contexts, including class discussion.

Literacy and Literacy: This lesson supports

aims relating to spoken language, reading and writing and
vocabulary development.

Related lessons plans:

■ Mock Trial Pack
Context:

This activity is based on the case of R v. Dudley and Stephens (1884) – two sailors accused of murdering cabin boy Richard
Parker, after being cast adrift on the high seas. The activity is used primarily to explore the question of whether we retain
personal responsibility for our actions, even in the most acute circumstances.

Lesson Objectives
By the end of the lesson students will...

■
■
■

Distinguish between legal and moral arguments.
Evaluate the evidence in a case.
Understand that laws and morals can sometimes
come into conflict.

Worksheets and Resources:

■
■
■

Worksheet 1 - Shipwreck!
Worksheet 2 - The Trial
Worksheet 3 - A modern day
example (optional)
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Main Activity: (30 mins)
This activity asks students to distinguish between moral and legal rules, and to decide if it can ever be morally right for a
person to break the law.
The activity asks students to examine a true story about the wreck of a ship called the Mignonette. It can be completed
as a whole class discussion, using slides 3 - 12.
Alternatively the class can be split into smaller groups. First give the groups a copy of worksheet 1 - Shipwreck! Ask
them to discuss the questions on the worksheet.
Once each group has had enough time to discuss the questions in full hand out a copy of worksheet 2 - The Trial and
again ask them to discuss the questions.

Background notes:

In order to answer some of these questions students will need to have a general understanding of the law
relating to murder and cannibalism.

Murder:
The act of taking the life of another deliberately (with intent) or in circumstances where the accused person exhibits
reckless disregard for the life of their victim. The person responsible may be found not guilty if it can be shown that they
acted in self-defence, were mentally unstable, or were forced to do the killing.

Cannibalism:
The eating of dead human flesh, it is not against the law.

The Law:
Anyone who helps someone commit a crime is normally guilty of the same crime themselves. For example, the person
who acts as a look-out or drives the getaway car in a robbery would be charged with the same offence as the man or
woman who held the bank cashier at gunpoint.
In their defence, the sailors stated that they had killed Richard Parker, after 18 days without food and water, to feed upon
his blood and organs in order to save their own lives. At the time he was killed, Richard Parker was seriously ill and very
weak and – it is generally accepted – would not have survived for many more days.
Cannibalism amongst sailors was not unusual during the nineteenth century. Despite the extreme and difficult
circumstances, the two accused were still found guilty of murder. The case remains important today in highlighting that
there is, in law, no general defence of necessity – except in cases of self-defence or the prevention of crime.
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